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“The Whole is an Idle Dream:”
The Early Modern and Post-modern Quest for Cathay
Adele Lee
Queen’s University, Belfast
This article examines how the Renaissance English understood and responded

to the land of Cathay. It argues that although Cathay is technically just another
name for China it represented a separate conceptual realm in this period. In other
words, Cathay must be considered as being, in many ways, a distinct discursive
construct. Viewed as the ‘glittering prize’ of the East India Company, Cathay,
which fuelled countless (doomed) attempts at discovery, possessed characteristics
both Chinese and Tartar. Descriptions of it converged and diverged simultaneously
with descriptions of China and Tartary. As well as being a culturally liminal
entity, Cathay was also a temporally liminal construct as accounts of it often
placed it in the past and the present, that is, as both continuing under the rule of
Kublai Khan, its thirteenth-century Mongol ruler, and as self-governing.
Cathay’s cultural, spatial, and temporal liminality means that it
constitutes, in effect, an ‘unreal(istic)’ space in the early modern imagination; it
transcends the established limits of the actual, material world. As such, ‘Cathay’
evades representational containment, which explains why contemporary critics
have been frustrated in their attempts at explaining Shakespeare’s incongruent
uses of the term. This paper, however, fully acknowledges from the outset the
impossibility of establishing a single definition of ‘Cathayans’ and proffers
instead an interpretation of the term that allows for its elusiveness. Indeed, its
elusiveness and almost nonsensicalness are its distinguishing features, features
uniting Shakespeare’s seemingly disparate uses with deployments in the plays of
William Davenant and Thomas Dekker.

English

Renaissance merchants, travellers and scholars were
mesmerised by the land and whereabouts of Cathay (the outdated,
Mongolian name for China) and arguably longed to establish trade
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therewith more than any other country in the world. As expressed
by the governors of the Company of English Merchants in 1580,
“[Cathay] is the Countrey that we chiefly desire to discouer.”1 This
sentiment was not particular to the English, as Arthur Tilley explains:
“throughout [this period] the aim of every maritime explorer, whether
from Bristol, or Dieppe, or Lisbon, or Seville, was to find a way
to Cathay.”2 The reason for this was, first and foremost, financial.
As Pietro d’Angheira wrote, “there coulde not any nauigation bee
imagined so commodious and profitable to all Christendoome.”3
Idealising it as an almost utopian kingdom of abundance, civility,
craftsmanship and stunning opulence, Cathay was commonly
accounted, “wonderfull rich in golde and silke, abounding in grain,
wine, and [all] things necessarie for mans sustenance;” in short, “the
moost noble and rich realm of the worlde.”.4
Given such descriptions of Cathay, it is not surprising that
innumerable voyages for the discovery of a passage thereto were
funded and commissioned throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. These included the famed voyages undertaken by
Sebastian Cabot, Sir Hugh Willoughby, Anthony Jenkinson and
Martin Frobisher, among others.5
������������������������������������������������������������������������������
“Commission giuen by Sir Rowland Heyward, George Barne, Aldermen and gouernours of the company of English Merchants, for discovery of new trades, vnto Arthur Pet,
Charles Iackman, for a voyage by them to be made, for discouery of Cathay, 1580,” in
Richard Hakluyt, The principal nauigations, 12 vols. (Glasgow: James MacLehose and
Sons, 1903-1905), v3, 256.
2 Arthur Tilley, “Rabelais and Geographical Discovery III: the short way to Cathay,” The
Modern Language Review, 5.1 (1910), 68.
3 Pietro Martire d’Anghiera, The decades of the newe worlde, tr. Richard Eden (London,
1555; S.T.C. 647), fo. 253r.
4 Anglicus Bartolomaeus, Batman vppon Bartholome his booke De proprietatibus rerum,
newly corrected, enlarged and amended (London, 1582; S.T.C. 1538), fo. 233v; Frère Hayton, Here begynneth a lytell cronycle translated [and] imprinted at the cost [and] charges
of Rycharde Pynson (London, 1520; S.T.C. 13256), sig. A3r..
.

5 For more details on the early modern attempt to discover a North-West passage to
Cathay, see George Best, The Three Voyages of Martin Frobisher in Search of a Passage
to Cathaia and India by the North-West, ed. Richard Collinson (London: Hakluyt Society,
1867); J. R. Hale, “Cathay: The Persistent Vision” in his Age of Exploration (New York:
Time, Inc., 1996), 95-104; Henry Morley, Richard Hakluyt and Humphrey Gilbert, Voyages in Search of the North-West Passage from the Collection of Richard Hakluyt (London
and Melbourne: Cassell, 1886); Thomas Rundall, ed., Narratives of Voyages towards the
North-West, in Search of a Passage to Cathay and India, 1496 to 1631 (London: Hakluyt
Society, 1846); Ann Savours, The Search for the North West Passage (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1999); and George Malcolm Thomson, The Search for the North-West Passage
(New York: Macmillan, 1975).
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Such expeditions entailed huge financial risk and would lead to
the bankruptcy of many, including Company of Cathay governor,
Michael Lok. Queen Elizabeth I, the Countess of Pembroke,
Lady Anne Talbot, the Countess of Warwick and the Countess of
Sussex are among those who, as shareholders and members of the
Cathay Company, also lost huge sums in the pursuit of Cathay.
But finding a passage to Cathay was considered worth the risk to
wallet, reputation, and life. The reason for this was that many felt
the discovery would result in an alliance between “Christian princes
of Europe and the great emperoure of Cathay,” so that “there can
nothynge be imagined more effectuall for the confusion of the
Turke.”6 Richard Eden’s hope that a union with Cathay would lead
to the destruction of Renaissance Europe’s most dreaded foreign
foe was fuelled by reports that there existed Christian tribes among
the Cathayans. Cathay, therefore, represented not just a plentiful
storehouse of exotic goods, but the solution to Europe’s struggle
with the Islamic Middle East.
However, all such hopes were thwarted, as attempts to find a
passage to Cathay proved “all in vaine.”7 As a result, Cathay became
the cause of unrivalled frustratation:
I know nothing which hath exercised the witts and industrie
of the Navigators of our age, more then the finding out of a
passage to Cathay”

wrote geographer Nathanael Carpenter.8 Such was the extent of
frustration felt that Thomas Heyrick, in a poem about a mythical
book (a kind of Pandora ’s Box) that would solve the world’s greatest
mysteries, claimed that only in this book:
6 Richard Eden, “The preface to the reader,” in d’Anghiera, The decades of the newe
worlde, n. p.
7 Robert Hues, “To the Reader,” A learned treatise of globes (London, 1659; Wing
H3298), n. p.
8 Nathanael Carpenter, Geographie delineated forth in two bookes (London, 1635; S.T.C.
4677), chapter 7, 117.
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What hath puzzled Curious Brains
But ner Rewarded the Cost or Pains
Are maps, that do display
The Northern passage to Cathay.9

Here Heyrick highlights the “cost” and “pains the search for Cathay
entailed, but he also suggests that the English will never achieve
their goal since it is only through a mythical, and therefore nonexistent book, that maps revealing the way to Cathay can be found.
This defeatist belief is echoed by Richard Willes who wrote
in The history of trauayle (1577):
the route to Cathay . . . consist[s] rather in the imagination of
Geographers then allowable either in reason or approved by
experience.”10

What Willes is saying, essentially, is that Cathay can only be found
through the imagination; it cannot physically be reached. This is
either because no sea-route exists, or, more interestingly, because
Cathay itself does not exist in the material world. That for the early
modern English Cathay is not a “real” but fantasy place, somewhere
one can only imagine travelling to, is supported by the fact that it
is only through books that the Renaissance English ever encounter
Cathay. Even when the English did finally set foot in China, the
search for Cathay continued due to the mistaken belief that they
were two separate countries. It could, therefore, be argued that
Cathay was but the “stuff of dreams.” The fantastical qualities
and characteristics with which it was endowed, underlines this
hypothesis.
All this will be discussed in detail later; for my purposes
now, however, the mere proliferation of material about Cathay in
this period deserves comment, for current scholarship fails to reflect
the significance of Cathay to the Renaissance context. It is only
9 Thomas Heyrick, Miscellany poems (London, 1691; Wing H1753), 31.
�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Richard Willes, “For M. Captayne Furbishers passage by the Northwest,” in Pietro
Martire d’Anghiera, The history of trauayle in the Vvest and East Indies (London, 1577;
S.T.C. 649), fo. 231r.
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due to Shakespeare’s use of the term in Twelfth Night and The Merry
Wives of Windsor that a few critics—namely, Y. Z. Chang, Gustav
Ungerer and Timothy Billings—have been prompted to explore
exactly who and what were the “Cathayans.”11 This demonstrates
the continued privileging of canonical texts at the expense of the noncanonical. And although this article will also discuss Shakespeare’s
incongruent uses of the term “Cathayans” (a “puzzle” that has taxed
the “curious brains” of this age), equal attention will be paid to other
references to Cathay. Marco Polo’s Travels (1579), Peter Heylyn’s
Cosmographie (1625), Thomas Dekker’s The Honest Whore (1605),
and William Davenant’s Love and Honour (1634), are a few of the
texts I will examine.
The main thrust of my argument is that Cathay in this period
cannot be understood as simply another name for China; instead,
Cathay must be considered as a distinct discursive construction. And
while Cathay can be identified with China to an extent, for descriptions
of the two countries do frequently overlap, Cathay was also often
confused with Tartary. For that reason, it is a geographically and
culturally hybrid entity. As well as this, Cathay is also temporally
liminal since medieval descriptions of it conflicted and coincided
with early modern accounts. Thus, it existed simultaneously in
the here and there, the now and the then. A brief look at Milton’s
Paradise Lost (1667) will serve to illustrate, at this stage, what I
mean by temporal and cultural liminality. In book eleven of the
poem, Michael leads Adam to the highest point in Paradise where,
we are told:
His Eye might there command wherever stood
City of old or modern Fame, the Seat
Of mightiest Empire, from the destin’d Walls
Of Cambalu, seat of Cathaian Can –
To Paquin of Sinaean Kings . . . .12
�����������������������������������������������������
Y. Z. Chang, “Who and What were the Cathayans?,” Studies in Philology, 33 (1936),
203-221; Gustav Ungerer, “My Lady’s a Cathayan, we are Politicians, Maluolios a Pega-Ramsie,” Shakespeare Survey, 32 (1979), 85-104; and Timothy Billings, “Caterwauling
Cataians: The Genealogy of a Gloss,” Shakespeare Quarterly, 54.1 (2003), 1-28.
�����������������
John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. Alastair Fowler, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Longman, 1998), book 11, lines 385-92.
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Milton clearly makes the mistake of regarding Cambalu
and Paquin (both Peking) as two different capitals of two different
countries. What this extract also illustrates is how, even as late as
1667, it is assumed that Cambalu is still the seat of the “Can.” Such
a belief is anachronistic since the Khan (that is, Mongol ruler) had
not presided over Cathay since 1368. But, Milton’s oversight is even
more complicated than it would initially appear, for the “Can” that
he imagines as ruling Cathay is described as “Cathaian.” Therefore,
Cathay is conceived of as simultaneously self-governing (present)
and as under the hold of a foreign “Can” (past). In other words, it is
imagined as being in an intermediate state, phase, or condition.
Cathay’s cultural, spatial and temporal liminality means
that it constitutes, in effect, an ‘unreal(istic)’ space in the early
modern imagination; it transcends the established limits of the
actual, material world. After all, to Milton the walls of Cambalu are
“destin’d,” which means not just that they are sought after but also
that they have yet to be built and therefore do not actually exist.13 In
arguing that Cathay is an intangible entity, this article differs from
previous attempts at discovering what Cathay meant to the early
modern English. These attempts had as their goal the establishing of
an interpretation that suits both the context of Twelfth Night and The
Merry Wives of Windsor; by contrast, I argue that such an endeavor
is futile because given the continually shifting and fluid nature of
Cathay, Cathayans evade representational closure of any kind.
I

Most Renaissance geographers did not realize that Cathay was the
Mongolian name for [North] China.14 Cathay and China are not only
listed and discussed separately in cosmographies, encyclopedias

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
This interpretation of “destin’d” is suggested by Alastair Fowler in his edition of Paradise Lost, p. 618, footnote to lines 387-8.

���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
China was divided into Cathay (North) and Mangi (South) by the Tartars in the thirteenth century. It was from the Tartars that Marco Polo inherited his descriptions of China,
which he then passed onto medieval Europe.
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and travel accounts such as Thomas Cooper’s Thesaurus linguae
Romanae (1578), Giovanni Botero’s The Travellers Breviator
(1601), and Laurence Echard’s A Most Compleat Compendium of
Geography (1691), but in all the major maps of the period—Gerard
Mercator’s, Abraham Ortelius’, Jondicus Hondius’, and Johannes
Bleau’s. In them, Cathay is typically identified as a “kingdome “
that is “bounded on the East with the Ocean, Westward with Tartary,
Northward with the Scythian Sea, and on the South with China.”15
In other words, Cathay is imagined as geographically and culturally
autonomous. However, the most widely held view of Cathay in
this era is of a country set inland and to the Northwest of China
(often separated from it by the Great Wall) that was conquered by,
and forms part of, “Tartary.” Richard Blome, Laurence Echard, and
Sir Thomas Elyot all held this perception of Cathay, and wrote the
following description of it:
Cathay: A great region in the easte part of the worlde, extending
to the east ocean sea on the south to the ouer India; and is also
called Sinarum regio . . . [A]ll be under the Great Cham.16

The “Great Cham” here refers to Kublai Khan, who conquered China
in 1264 and resided in Cambula until his death in 1294. After this,
China fell under the rule of a series of Mongol leaders until 1368,
when the Chinese ousted them from power. This period of Chinese
history is known as the Yuan dynasty, and it is to this epoch that
“Cathay” was anchored throughout the Renaissance.17 The early
������������������
Patrick Hume, Annotations on Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost’ (London, 1695; Wing H3663),
115.
�������������������
Richard Blome, The gentlemans recreation in two parts (London, 1686; Wing B3213);
Laurence Echard, A most compleat compendium of geography (London, 1691; Wing E148);
and Sir Thomas Elyot, Bibliotheca Eliotae Eliotis librarie (London, 1542; S.T.C. 7659.5).
The exact same description is also given of Cathay in Thomas Cooper’s Thesaurus linguae
Romanae (London, 1578; S.T.C. 5688). None of these encyclopaedias are paginated. The
descriptions of Cathay are found under each entry for “Cathay.”

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
For more on this particular epoch, and on the Mongol empire as a whole, see Stephen
G. Haw, The Mongol Unification of China (London and New York: Routledge, 2008);
Hok-lam Chan, China and the Mongols: History and Legend Under the Yuan and Ming
(Aldershot and Brookfield, Vt.: Ashgate, 1999); Peter Brent, The Mongol Empire: Genghis
Khan: His Triumph and his Legacy (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1976); and David
Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986).
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modern concept of Cathay was, therefore, often a highly static one,
failing to evolve through time. Indeed, “Cathay” continues to be
used to evoke a sense of an old and unchanging China to this day.
The conceptualisation of Cathay as being eternally under
the control of a thirteenth-century empire demonstrates the extent
to which Renaissance England relied on Marco Polo’s Travels.18
Yet, surprisingly little is actually written about Cathayans in Polo’s
account.19 For most of the book, he merely tantalises his reader
with the promise of a description that is never fully delivered.
When moving on from his brief chapter on Cathay, he assures the
readers that, “[they] must not suppose that we have dealt . . . with
the whole province of Cathay, or indeed the twentieth part of it,”
but never returns to the subject (Polo, 169). Thus, the reader is not
only kept in suspense for the rest of the book, but left disappointed
and unsatisfied by the end of it. Just like the “literal” Cathay, the
figurative Cathay proves always out of reach.
Of course, this constant deferral of fulfilment is the main reason
Cathay was considered desirable in the first place. As Jacques
Lacan has pointed out, desire is constituted through lack: “desire
and lack do not precede or succeed each other; instead, desire . . .
is a lack engendered from the previous time that serves to reply to
the lack raised by the following time.”20 In line with this theory,
����������������������������������������������������������
The edition I will be citing from here is Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, tr.
Ronald Latham (London: Folio Society, 1958).
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
This is indicative of the general “thinness” of Polo’s work—only brief, basic and bland
descriptions are ever given about anywhere. These descriptions are often highly formulaic,
and limited to status (noble, very noble, great, very large), religion (idolators, Saracens),
economic activity, and, if appropriate, any buildings or bridges. As Peter Jackson observes,
“of several Chinese cities we learn little more than that the people are idolators, subject to
the Great Khan, use paper money and live by trade and industry” (Peter Jackson, ‘Marco
Polo and His Travels’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 61.1 [1998],
86). Polo’s formulaic and minimalistic statements about the places he visits suggests that
he never actually went there himself but based his descriptions on documents used by the
Mongol administration (see John Larner, Marco Polo and the Discovery of the World [New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001], 89
��������������������
Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, tr. Alan Sheridan
(London: Hogarth Press, 1977), 215.
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the more elusive of Cathay were,and the more it thwarted attempts
toreach it, the more Renaissance English desire was inflamed.
It is not so much ironic, then, as fitting that Polo’s Travels,
the principal source regarding Cathay, should contain only scant and
vague descriptions of it. The only information the reader can garner
about Cathayans is that they are a people who “surpass other nations
in the excellence of their manners and their knowledge,” they “speak
in an agreeable manner, greet one another courteously,” and they
hate the government of the Khan (Polo, 134 and 110). This view of
the Cathayans as a refined and sophisticated race overlaps with the
prevalent opinion of the Chinese in this period. Polo consolidates the
Cathayans’ identification with the Chinese even more by contrasting
the former with the Tartars, who, he writes, “do not trouble about
such refinements” (Polo, 166).
The Tartars were commonly regarded in the Renaissance as
an “uncivil” and “brutish” race that “lyue[d] in maner lyke wylde
beastes.”21 As a nomadic people, they were deemed “a barbarous
nation” made up of “swartish men of square stature, broad face,
hollow eies, thin beards, and ugly countenances.”22 The Tartars,
as well as being a warlike race, were also, according to the early
modern English, “prone to lecherye” (Anglerius 1577, fo. 312v).
In stark contrast to this, the Cathayans were often depictedas
“extremely civil [and] of a white and fair complexion,” “curteous
and reasonable,” and, above all, as a people who “know not what
war meant.”23 Again, the Cathayans are characterised in

�������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Henry Lane, “A letter of M. Henri Lane to the worshipfull M. William Sanderson,”
in Hakluyt, The principal nauigations, v. 3, 335; d’Anghiera, The history of trauayle, fos.
270v-270r.
���������������
Carpenter, Geographie delineated forth, chapter VII, p. 121; Giovanni Botero, Relations of the most famous kingdoms and common-wealths thorowout the world (London,
1630; S.T.C 3404), 494.
��������������������
Philippe Anvil, Travels into divers parts of Europe and Asia (London, 1693; Wing
A4275), p. 158; Bartolomaeus, Batman vppon Bartholome, fo. 233v; Elyot, Bibliotheca
Eliotae Eliotis librarie, n. p.; Cooper Thesaurus linguae Romanae and Britannicae, n. p.;
Samuel Clarke, The life of Tamerlane the Great (London, 1653; Wing C4535), 9; Purchas,
Hakluytus posthumus, v. 11, 414.
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like manner to how the Chinese were portrayed. The belief
that the Cathayans “profess the Christian Religion” further reinforces
this sense of a shared ethnic identity with the Chinese, who were
frequently regarded as Nestorian Christians (Anvil, 158).24 It is not
surprising, then, that the Cathayans and the Chinese, both of whom
“speak a peculiar language, quite different from that of the Tartars,”
were frequently discussed in this period collectively (Anvil, 158).
Edward Brown and Francis Bacon both describe Cathay and China
jointly, for instance.25 As does Louis Leroy, who wrote in Of the
interchangeable course, or variety of things (1594) that:
[astrology and magic is] much used in China and Cathay which
are countries inhabited by most ingenious and industrious
people; where they are not permitted to come to offices … in
the Common wealth without being learned.26

Although Leroy imagines China and Cathay as two “countries”
(plural), he describes them as a “people” (singular) with shared
characteristics. Cathay both is and is not China. Interestingly,
Leroy also locates Cathay in the present, since it is not viewed
here as subject to Mongol rule, but as in a position to appoint its
own leaders. Yet again we see how, from the perspective of the
Renaissance English, Cathay existed, simultaneously, in the past
(under Tartar rule) and in the present (self-governing).
Judging from these accounts, it is obvious that Cathayans
were often considered as being in “custome [a]like” to the
“Chinois.”27 Nevertheless, Cathayans were not always carefully
differentiated from their Mongol rulers. In many other relations of
them, the native Cathayans are mistook for the Tartars resident in
Cathay. Their perceived similarity in terms of physical appearance

����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Johannes de Plano Carpini likewise wrote that the Cathayans have “the Scriptures of
the Old and New Testament” and “love Christians” (Taken from the 1598-1600 edition of
Hakluyt’s The principal Navigations).
������������������
Edward Brown, A briefe account of some travels (London, 1685; Wing B5111), 97;
Bacon, The history of the reigns of Henry the Seventh (London, 1679; Wing B300), 151.

�����������������
Louis Leroy, Of the interchangeable course, or variety of things in the whole world
(London, 1594; STC 15488), fo. 50v.
������������������
Peter Heylyn, Cosmographie in four bookes (London, 1652; Wing H1689), book 3,
211.
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did not help the matter. This blurring of distinctions is evident
in Anthony the Armenian’s description of the Cathayans.28 In it,
they are condemned for showing no “fear or reverence of [God],
or do[ing] any good works”—a view of them that contradicts
accounts praising them for “bestow[ing] much alms.”29 Anthony
the Armenian further criticizes the Cathayans because, “the killing
of men . . . [and] fornication and lechery is held by them no sin.”30
Here, the Cathayans are evidently branded with Tartar-like faults.
In Peter Heylyn’s Cosmographie (1652), the Cathayans are
likewise endowed with distinctively Tartar characteristics:
The people [Cathayans] are generally very war like, strong of
body, quick of action, fearless of the greatest dangers: of mean
stature, little eyes, sharp-sight, and thin beardes … [and] more
honourable than the rest of the Tartars’ (Heylyn, book. 3, p.
199).

Heylyn’s portrayal of the Cathayans as “warlike” is at odds with
representations of them as cowardly.31 However, Heylyn is keen
to stress that the Cathayans retain some difference from “the rest
of the Tartars.” This distinction becomes apparent as he continues
his ultimately contradictory description. Going on to say that the
Cathayans are “industrious” and “of a good wit for dispatch of
business,” Heylyn adds that the Cathayans are, in fact, “lovers of
quiet—[and] without use of arms” (Heylyn, book 3, p. 199). Thus
Heylyn, who evidently pieced together this account from various
and conflicting sources, ends his narrative, having first described the
Cathayans as “warlike,” with a shock turnaround. In sum, then
Quidditas 30 (2009)

21

�������������������������������������������������������������������
Anthony the Armenian, “Of the Kingdome of Cathay,” in Purchas, Hakluytus posthumus, vol. 11, 309-364.

���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Ibid., vol. 11, p. 361. Carpini, “The voyage of John de Plano Carpini,” in Beazley, ed.,
The Texts and Versions of John de Plano Carpini, 116.
�������������������������������������������������������������������
Anthony the Armenian, “Of the Kingdome of Cathay,” in Purchas, Hakluytus posthumus, v. 11, 361.
������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Anthony the Armenian, for instance, wrote that “the men of that country are not bold,
or courageous, but . . . fearfull of death.” See “Of the kingdome of Cathay,” in Purchas,
Hakluytus posthumus, v11, 310.
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the Cathayans’ national identity is conceived of, both in this account
and in the others discussed in this article, as hybrid: simultaneously
Tartar and Chinese, wild and peaceful, civilised and barbarous,
masculine and feminine.
II

Until now I have been arguing that ‘Cathayans’ should be read

as a constantly shifting referent, whereas the characteristics of
the Chinese and Tartars are fixed and stable in the early modern
imagination. It has been only for the sake of simplicity that I have
been categorising the Chinese and Tartars in this way. In actuality,
accounts of the Chinese and Tartars were also often conflicting and
contradictory. With regard to the Tartars in particular, there was no
single, overarching opinion. Since they had absorbed the diverse
customs and manners of their conquered subjects throughout Asia,
the Tartars represented an incredibly fractured body of people.
Indeed, four culturally, politically, and religiously distinct Mongol
Khanates dominated huge swaths of Asia (Larner, 27). As Peter
Jackson puts it, “the Khan of Tartar could apply either to the qaghan,
to the Il-khan or to the Khan of the Golden Horde” (Jackson, 86).
In other words, the Khan, like Renaissance England’s most famous
stage Tartar, Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, could be Islamic
or Christian.32
What is more, the term Tartar does not just mean the peoples
of Mongolia, it could, in fact, also refer to the people of “Turkic”
Siberia.33 In several notable descriptions of the Tartars they seem to
represent a Turkish, and hence Muslim, race to the early modern
Quidditas 30 (2009) 22
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English.34 By extension, Cathayans, being confused for the
almost-equally indistinct “Tartars,” are also frequently considered
as, in Randle Holme’s words, “hav[ing] the Mahometan religion
countenanced amongst them” (Holme, 212). Peter Heylyn likewise
wrote that the religion of the Cathayans “publically allowed and
countenanced, is that of Mahomet” (Heylyn, book 3, p. 199). Both of
these statements highlight the way in which the Cathayans, through
their connection with the Tartars, were associated with Islam. But
neither Holmes nor Heylyn explicitly states that the Cathayans are
a Muslim race—only that they allow the religion to be practised
amongst them. Hence, one is left uncertain as to which faith exactly
the Cathayans adhere. Again, written accounts of them would appear
to raise more questions than they resolve.
The purpose of this seeming digression is to (re)emphasise
the way in which the term “Cathayan” is lost in a constant system of
différence. It is continuously related to referents that likewise lack
stability. As such, it could be read as a signifier without an object.
We are already familiar with the idea that all signs are vulnerable
to multiple and contradictory interpretation, but most signifiers, in
“realistic” narratives at least, are to an extent secured by the weight
of the signified. It is only, according to Rosemary Jackson, in
“fantastic” literature that a sign is completely hollowed out.35 If the
lack of meaningful signification is the major defining feature of the
fantastic, then Cathay can reasonably be read in this vein. Cathay’s
refusal to observe unities of time, space and character also equate
the place and concept with the fantastic. In Mikhail Bahktin terms,
fantasy is
hostile to static, discrete units . . . it juxtaposes incompatible
elements and resists fixity. Spatial, temporal, and philosophical
ordering systems all dissolve.36
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If Cathay is a signifier without an object, a word representing
nothing, it is, ultimately, a non-sense term like Poe’s “Tekeli-li” and
Dostoevsky’s “bobok.” The way in which the term is articulated by
Sir Toby in Twelfth Night (1601), Vasco in William Davenant’s Love
and Honour (1634) and Matheo in Thomas Dekker’s The Honest
Whore (1605), supports this interpretation. In all three instances, the
word Cathayan is used by these disreputable figures when they are
discovered in drunken and/or angry states. For example, Sir Toby is
intoxicated and “in admirable fooling” (II.iii.72) when he exclaims
to Maria, who has just threatened to turn him out of doors, that “My
Lady’s (Olivia) a Cathayan, we are politicians, Malvolio’s a Pego’-Ramsey, and ‘Three merry men be we.’”37 According to Horace
Howard Furness, Sir Toby “was in that stage of drunkenness when
mere sounds connect words having no relationship to each other; he
had heard Maria accuse them of ‘caterwauling’, and straightaway
the sequence was clear to him that if he was a ‘caterwauler’, his
niece was a cataian.”38 In other words, Sir Toby is simply talking
gibberish. While Furness’ hypothesis has come under attack by
critics, I believe that it is acceptable to consider Cathay as a nonsense
word; as deployed here, the term is purposefully being utilised in an
illogical manner.
In Davenant’s Love and Honour, the disreputable Vasco is
likewise irate when he brands the Prince of Parma a “bold Cataian.”39
Having made a profitable living from female prisoners of war, Vasco
is angered by the Prince’s new law that “all prisoners/After a yeare
should have free libertie” (II. i. 6). He vents this rage by crying:
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“Hang him, bold Cataian, hee indites finely” (II. i. 24).
Once more, a character deploys the word Cathayan when in a fury.
Similarly, it is only when the gambling alcoholic Matheo is enraged
by the knight Lodovico Sforza for giving him a “suite of satin” that
he uses the word “Cataian:”
[P]ox on him – we whose Pericranions are the very Limbecks
and Stillitories of good wit, and flie hie, must driue liquor out of
stale gaping Oysters. Shallow Knight, poore Squire Tinacheo:
Ile make a wild Cataine of forty such: hang him, he’s an Asse,
he’s always sober.40

Matheo is clearly not “sober” himself when he speaks these nonsense
words: “Pericranions,” “Limbecks,” “stillitories” and, of course,
“Cataine.” Also of note here is the way in which a Cathayan is
regarded as the opposite to one who is sober and therefore civilized.
Cathayan in this instance, then, is more Tartar than Chinese.
The use of the term “Cathayan” by those not in their right
state of mind is significant for another reason. According to
psychoanalysts, latent fantasies are often revealed via abnormal
psychic states such as when drunk or in a rage. Fantasies are also
often expressed in a seemingly incoherent manner, as Linda Ruth
Williams states: “the patient does not offer up to the analysand an
open text thick with overt significance, but rather a linguistic and
symbolic puzzle or jumble.”41 Thus, given that finding a route to
Cathay was arguably Renaissance England’s greatest national
fantasy, it is fitting that “Cathayans” are referred to in this context
(when angry and/or drunk) and manner (unintelligibly).
Perhaps reinforcing this point is the fact that Samuel Taylor
Coleridge apparently wrote his poem about Cathay, Kubla Khan
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(1798), upon waking from a drug-induced sleep. The
vision of Cathay, in other words, only came to him when he was
hallucinating.42 Even in the late eighteenth century Cathay, it would
seem, occupies a place solely in the imagination; it is somewhere
visited only in dreams. Strictly speaking, then, Cathay belongs to,
and certainly has become more at home in, the realm of literature
and fiction.
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